



SOME	OF	THE	FINEST	Russian	films	of	 the	Soviet	era	focused	on	World	War	II.	 In	 the	four	and	a
half	decades	during	which	 they	were	made,	 these	 films	 ranged	 from	glorifications	of	Soviet
heroism,	 to	 psychological	 studies	 of	 traumatized	 veterans,	 to	 explorations	 of	 the	moral	 and
emotional	 dilemmas	of	what	Americans	might	 call	 the	 “home	 front.”	The	boundary	between
war	zone	and	home	front	was	never	as	clear	in	the	Soviet	Union,	where	Nazi	forces	occupied
vast	 stretches	 of	 land,	 effectively	 pushing	 Soviet	 borders	 to	 a	 line	 that	 ran	 just	 west	 of
Moscow.1	Larisa	Shepitko’s	The	Ascent	(Восхождение),	released	in	1977,	takes	place	in	this
vulnerable	and	dangerous	terrain,	somewhere	in	Nazi-occupied	Belarus.	A	violently	contested
borderland,	 this	 is	 a	 landscape	 of	 life-and-death	 choices,	 in	 which	 characters	 must	 make




drama;	 understanding	 how	 Shepitko	 crafted	 this	 profoundly	 unsettling	 narrative	 about	 the
boundary	 between	 good	 and	 evil,	 choice	 and	 necessity	 will	 form	 the	 focus	 of	 this	 chapter.
Shepitko’s	film	draws	richly	on	key	archetypes	of	Russian	identity:	a	landscape	understood	as
the	 “homeland”	 or	 “motherland”;	 human	 faces	 shot	 in	 ways	 that	 evoke	 Russian	 icons.




hostile	 landscape,	 guided	 less	 by	 absolutes	 than	 by	 compassion	 and	 an	 ethic	 of	 care.	 The
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vehicle	of	conscience;	despite	enormous	 ideological	pressure	 in	 the	1930s	and	 ’40s,	he	had
continued	 making	 films	 of	 artistic	 value,	 many	 of	 which	 incorporated	 elements	 of	 visual
lyricism	and	Ukrainian	culture.4	Shepitko	made	five	films	in	her	tragically	brief	life.	Her	1963





film	 Wings	 (Крылья)	 focuses	 on	 a	 female	 fighter	 pilot	 struggling	 with	 the	 tedium	 and







natural	world.	All	of	Shepitko’s	 films	have	 the	capacity	 to	seduce	viewers	with	 their	visual
beauty,	and	then	to	discomfort	them	with	unresolved	and	probing	questions.






Sotnikov,	 ill	 clad	 and	 racked	 by	 fever,	 gives	 away	 their	 hiding	 place	when	 he	 coughs.	He,
Rybak,	and	the	woman	who	had	sheltered	them	are	taken	prisoner;	Sotnikov	is	questioned	and
tortured	by	a	Russian	named	Portnov	(Anatoly	Solonitsyn)	who	has	turned	collaborator	and	is
doing	the	Nazis’	dirty	work.	Rybak	accepts	Portnov’s	offer	 to	work	for	 the	Polizei,	 the	Nazi
police	forces,	 rather	 than	suffer	 the	fate	 that	awaits	Sotnikov:	execution	by	hanging.	Branded
with	a	Soviet	star,	Sotnikov	survives	his	final	night	in	an	underground	cellar	with	three	others
who	will	hang	with	him.	Shepitko’s	camera	transforms	the	suffering	Sotnikov	into	a	Christ-like





faces	 of	 those	 in	 attendance:	women	 in	 shawls	 and	 headscarves,	 a	weeping	 young	 boy	 in	 a
Soviet	cap,	a	cluster	of	German	officers	talking	among	themselves,	an	anguished	Rybak.	When
there	is	nothing	left	but	swinging	feet,	we	head	back	down	the	hill	to	Polizei	headquarters	with
the	Nazis	 and	 their	 collaborators;	 in	 a	moment	of	 grotesque	pathos,	Rybak	 tries	 and	 fails	 to
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and	 clear	 contrast	 between	 Sotnikov,	 the	 film’s	 Christ	 figure,	 and	 Rybak,	 the	 film’s	 traitor.
Andrei	 Goncharov	 declares	 that	 the	 film	 “is	 about	 sacred	 things:	 the	 Motherland,	 loftier
values,	 conscience,	 duty,	 spiritual	 heroism,”	while	Valerii	Golovskoi	 sees	 the	 film	 as	 being
about	“practical	 and	 impractical	heroism,”	claiming	 that	Shepitko	 is	“entirely	on	 the	 side	of
Sotnikov.”6	 After	 the	 hanging,	 as	 Rybak	 begins	 his	 descent	 down	 the	 hill	 and	 back	 to	 Nazi
headquarters,	an	old	woman	snarls	a	whispered	“Judas”	at	him.	Her	condemnation	 is	quick,
direct,	and	in	some	sense	justifiable—and	certainly	ties	 in	with	the	Golgotha	imagery	of	 this
sequence.	But	 this,	 I	would	 suggest,	 is	 a	 condemnation	 that	we	 as	 viewers	 aren’t	 invited	 to
share,	 at	 least	 not	without	 a	 strong	measure	 of	 uncomfortable	 recognition	 that	we	 ourselves
might	be	closer	to	Rybak	than	to	Sotnikov.	Olga	Denisova	hints	at	a	more	complex	perspective,
one	 that	sees	betrayal	 in	more	diffuse	 terms:	“Larisa	Shepitko’s	film	is	about	 traitors.	About
how	different	they	were,	how	many	different	factors	could	lead	a	man	to	betrayal.	.	.	.	Each	of
the	film’s	heroes,	except	Sotnikov,	is	either	a	traitor	or	ready	to	become	one.”7	The	woman’s





Shepitko’s	 film	 is	based	on	 the	 story	 “Sotnikov”	by	Vasil	Bykov,	published	 in	1970	 in	 the
progressive	 journal	 Novyi	 mir.8	 Shepitko	 first	 read	 the	 story	 while	 hospitalized	 with	 a
concussion	during	pregnancy;	as	she	read	it	Shepitko	“grasped	that	this	was	a	story	about	the






narrative	 sequence	 and	 the	 visual	 and	 aural	 repertoire	 of	 film	make	 the	 film	 very	much	 her
own.	Bykov’s	 title	suggests	 that	Sotnikov	 is	 the	story’s	hero,	but	 it	 is	 told	 in	alternating	first
persons—a	 chapter	 in	 Sotnikov’s	 voice	 followed	 by	 one	 in	 Rybak’s.	 Readers’	 sense	 of
identification	and	empathy,	in	other	words,	is	evenly	distributed,	if	not	slanted	toward	Rybak,
especially	 in	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the	 story,	 in	which	Rybak	 is	 a	 capable	 and	 patient	 pathfinder,
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men	 already	 en	 route,	The	 Ascent	 opens	with	 landscape	 and	 the	 partisan	 band,	 giving	 us	 a
vivid	sense	of	who	and	what	Rybak	and	Sotnikov	are	defending	(something	Bykov	does	with














of	German	voices	 is	 replaced	by	Schnittke’s	 score,	 a	 chorus	of	 swelling	voices	 that	 builds,
wave-like,	 and	 into	which	 is	 finally	 cut	 the	 sound	 that	will	 become	 a	 hallmark	 of	 the	 film:
humans	laboring	through	heavy	snow.
This	is	a	landscape	that	is	inherently	hostile:	it’s	a	killing	field.	The	body’s	dark	contours	are
themselves	a	 form	of	visual	betrayal;	 standing	up	means	giving	yourself	 away.	Movement	 is










film—we	might	 call	 iconic.	Knit	 together	 into	 a	 communal	 scene	 of	 suffering	 and	 care,	 the
frames	 evoke	 a	 shared	 communion.	Each	man,	woman,	 and	 child	 is	 given	 a	 ration	 of	 seeds
from	a	spoon	(used	in	Russian	Orthodox	liturgy	to	distribute	wine	at	Eucharist).	The	spoonfuls
fall	into	open	hands	whose	stillness	suggests	almost	preternatural	endurance.	Again	and	again
the	camera	 rests	 in	 close-up	on	 faces.	We	watch	men	and	women	 lost	 in	meditation,	 slowly
masticating	their	meager	handfuls	of	seeds.	Sometimes	they	lean	together,	sometimes	they	are
separate;	in	a	particularly	powerful	image,	one	man	separates	a	single	seed	to	place	on	the	lips
of	a	man	 recumbent,	 injured,	perhaps	dying.	 In	 two	arresting	 final	 frames	 the	people	we	are
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not	merely	of	suffering	but	of	 illumination.	As	Denise	Youngblood	puts	 it,	“[b]y	this	point	 in
the	 picture,	 Sotnikov	 is	 openly	 portrayed	 as	 Christlike,	 through	 the	 staging,	 editing,	 and
especially	 the	 lighting	 of	 the	 extreme	 close-up	 shots	 of	 his	 suffering	 face,	 lit	 with	 a	 holy
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increasingly	aware	of	 the	extent	 to	which	the	light	 in	Shepitko’s	canvas	emerges	from	human
faces,	hanging	 like	beacons	 in	 the	darkness—and	most	 insistently	 from	Sotnikov’s	 face,	until
the	luminescence	of	his	regard,	directed	straight	at	us,	occupies	all	but	the	tiniest	corner,	where
we	 see	 the	nose	 and	 chin	of	 the	village	 elder,	 gazing	down	at	Sotnikov.13	 Alfred	 Schnittke’s
score	accompanies	 this	 sequence	 in	a	mounting	braid	of	voices,	 seemingly	chanting,	 and	 the
bell-like	sounds	of	a	celeste.14	The	luminous	severity	of	Sotnikov’s	face	at	the	end	does	indeed
suggest	that	he	is	Christ-like—but	the	visual	reference	can	be	made	even	more	specific:	these





throughout	 the	 scene.	 Most	 dramatically	 in	 the	 final	 frames,	 light	 comes	 from	 the	 faces




divine	 itself.	 Icons	 represent	 the	 possibility	 of	 transfiguration,	 a	 form	 radically	 changed
through	the	light	of	the	divine.
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ends	 with	 the	 character	 who	 has	 been	 denounced	 as	 a	 Judas,	 in	 a	 world	 that	 is	 deeply
compromised;	 viewers	 are	 left,	 with	 Rybak,	 in	 the	 “fallen”	 world.	 Three	 visual	 images	 in
particular	shape	these	final	moments	of	the	film:	Rybak’s	anguished	face;	a	long,	stark	shot	of
the	 dark	 cellar	 from	 which	 Sotnikov	 and	 the	 others	 had	 emerged;	 and	 the	 final	 frames	 of
landscape.	Each	of	these	echoes	the	film’s	central	concerns—but	they	also	return	us	to	the	man
who	is,	in	a	sense,	at	the	moral	center	of	the	film,	not	Sotnikov	but	Rybak.
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Throughout	The	 Ascent	 Rybak	 is	 the	 film’s	 caregiver	 and	 sustainer.	 He	 is	 the	 peasant	 to
Sotnikov’s	intellectual,	a	man	who	lives	deeply	in	the	present,	defined	by	his	physicality	and
endurance.	Stockier	and	sturdier,	Rybak	moves	more	confidently	through	the	landscape	than	the
frail,	 intellectual	 Sotnikov.	Sotnikov	 seems	 ill	 prepared	 for	 their	 venture,	 both	 because	 he’s
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sick	 and	 because	 he’s	 ill	 clad.	 Rybak	 bemoans	 his	 companion’s	 clothing	 and	 sickness,	 but
despite	this	remains	patient	with	Sotnikov	to	the	point	of	endangerment.	When	Sotnikov	is	shot,





end	of	 the	 film.	Rybak’s	 face	 turns	 to	an	anguished	grimace	when	he	 looks	 (in	 two	extended
shots)	at	the	empty	cellar	from	which	he	had	so	recently	emerged.	That	vision	of	the	cellar’s




slips	 off	 the	 beam;	 the	 second	 time	 he	 can’t	 force	 the	 belt	 over	 his	 head—and	 we	 see	 an
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he	 is	now	cut	off	 from.	Shepitko	brings	 the	viewer	down	 from	 the	exalted	death	of	martyrs,
leaving	 us	 with	 Rybak	 to	 await	 the	 solitary	 “dog’s	 death”	 Sotnikov	 feared	 when	 he	 was
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a	 startling	 and	 eerie	 vision	 of	 the	moon;	 it	 continues	 through	 an	 almost	 impossibly	 arduous
scene	when	Rybak	drags	his	wounded	companion	through	heavy	snow.	The	physicality	of	this
sequence	 is	 almost	 unbearable;	 the	 viewer	 is	 tormented	 by	 the	 slowness	 of	 Rybak’s	 efforts
until	both	men	can	 finally	catch	 their	breath	 in	a	clump	of	 ice-covered	bushes.	The	 floating,
beautiful	 moon	 is	 then	 replaced	 by	 another	 visionary,	 almost	 mystical	 sequence.	 Sotnikov
stares	 vacantly	 into	 space,	 his	 back	 against	 the	 tree.	We	 initially	 see	 him	 through	 a	 net	 of
branches	encased	in	 ice;	our	eyes	track	his	as	 their	focus	shifts	from	the	distance	to	 the	near
foreground.	With	Schnittke’s	unearthly	music	increasingly	agitated	in	the	background,	Sotnikov
suddenly	 lashes	out	at	 the	branches	between	him	and	us:	 thrashing	with	a	piece	of	wood,	he
bursts	 into	 violent	 action	 and	 then	 as	 suddenly	 sinks	 back	 into	 inertia.	 Rybak	 returns	 from
scouting	out	where	they	are,	only	to	discover	that	Sotnikov	has	been	frozen	to	the	tree:	 in	an










gesture	 as	 powerful	 and	 visually	 arresting	 as	 it	 is	 inscrutable,	 quickly	 followed	 by	 Rybak
blowing	 gently	 against	 Sotnikov’s	 neck.	 Denise	Youngblood	 has	 suggested	 that	 this	moment
marks	a	transition	for	Sotnikov,	an	epiphanic	moment	in	which	he	“has	accepted	the	certainty
of	 his	 death.”19	 If	 so,	 then	 this	 pivotal	 moment	 in	 Sotnikov’s	 journey	 involves	 not	 anything
otherworldly,	 but	 a	 profoundly	 tactile	 immersion	 in	 the	 natural	 world—in	 the	 very	 rodina
(motherland)	 for	which	he	 is	 fighting.	The	physical,	 almost	maternal	 intimacy	of	Rybak	only
intensifies	our	sense	of	that	immersion.
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The	American	 critic	 Susan	 Sontag,	 in	 her	 discussion	 of	 the	 role	 of	 photographic	 images	 in
understandings	of	war,	 points	 to	The	Ascent	 as	 evidence	of	what	 narrative	 can	bring	 to	 that
understanding:	 “A	 narrative	 seems	 likely	 to	 be	more	 effective	 than	 an	 image.	 Partly	 it	 is	 a
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How	 many	 comfortable	 citizens	 of	 Brezhnev’s	 stagnant	 Soviet	 Union	 could	 be	 made
uncomfortable	 by	 the	 counterpoint	 of	 a	 Russian	 voice	 saying	 “I	 want	 to	 eat,”	 while	 all	 the
while,	 in	 the	distance,	 the	motherland	 is	obscured?	Shepitko	herself	commented	 that	 the	film
went	“beyond	a	war	picture”	and	would	achieve	its	aim	to	the	extent	that	it	was	directed	at	our
own	days.23	When	Shepitko’s	characters	look	out	across	the	screen,	not	at	some	mystical	vision
or	 into	 a	 vague	 beyond,	 but	 straight	 at	 the	 viewer—are	 they	 calling	 their	 descendants	 to	 a
moral	accounting?
Eight	years	after	The	Ascent	was	 released,	Shepitko’s	husband,	Elem	Klimov,	 released	his
harrowing	 film	 of	 the	 Nazi	 occupation	 of	 Soviet	 Belarus,	Come	 and	 See	 (Иди	 и	 смотри,
1985).	Klimov’s	film	is	about	monsters,	all	of	whom	are	German.	Shepitko’s	film	is	not	about
monsters	 but	 about	 desperate	 situations	 that	 lead	good	men	and	women	 to	 spiritual	 disaster.
















interv’iu,	kinostsenarii,	 stat’i:	Kniga	o	Larise	Shepitko	 (Moscow:	 Iskusstvo,	 1987);	Andrei	Goncharov,	 “Shepit’ko,	Larisa




traditional	 peasant	 life	 with	 the	 arrival	 of	 collectivization	 and	 mechanical	 agriculture;	 Earth	 justifies	 David	 Thomson’s
designation	 of	 Dovzhenko	 as	 “the	 first	 intensely	 personal	 artist	 in	 Russian	 cinema.”	 See	 David	 Thomson,	 The	 New
Biographical	Dictionary	of	Film	(New	York:	A.A.	Knopf,	2004),	257.
4.	George	Liber	emphasizes	Dovzhenko’s	ability	to	navigate	the	treacherous	waters	of	Stalin-era	censorship,	but	also	suggests
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5.	 Denise	 Youngblood	 suggests	 that	 Shepitko’s	 Motherland	 of	 Electricity	 was	 “banned	 for	 its	 alienated	 style	 and
desacralization	of	the	sacred	subject	of	electrification.”	See	Youngblood,	Russian	War	Films,	155.
6.	 Goncharov,	 “Shepit’ko,	 Larisa	 Efimovna”;	 Valerii	 Golovskoi,	 Kinematograf	 70-kh:	 Mezhdu	 ottepel’iu	 i	 glasnost’iu
(Moscow:	Materik,	2004),	264.
7.	 Olga	 Denisova,	 “Voskhozhdenie	 Larisy	 Shepit’ko	 protiv	 Proverki	 na	 dorogakh	 Alekseia	 Germana,”	 Olga	 Denisova:
Knigi,	April	30,	2009,	http://vyritsa-lend.livejournal.com/17580.html.
8.	Novyi	mir	 played	 a	 major	 role	 in	 the	 period	 of	 liberalization	 known	 as	 “the	 Thaw,”	 and	 continued	 to	 be	 a	 vehicle	 of
relatively	progressive	thought	even	after	Krushchev’s	downfall.
9.	Goncharov,	“Shepit’ko,	Larisa	Efimovna.”
10.	 N.	 N.	 Shneidman	 also	 notes	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 Bykov’s	 treatment	 of	 the	war	 differed	 from	mainstream	 Soviet	 war
literature.	See	N.	N.	Shneidman,	 “Soviet	Prose	 in	 the	1970s:	Evolution	or	Stagnation?”	Canadian	 Slavonic	 Papers/	 Revue
Canadienne	des	Slavistes	20,	no.	1	(1978):	67–68.
11.	There	are	other	ways	in	which	Shepitko’s	film	differs	strikingly	from	the	story:	The	Ascent	significantly	extends	the	scene










16.	 “[A]n	 icon	 is	 an	 external	 expression	 of	 the	 transfigured	 state	 of	 man,	 of	 his	 sanctification	 by	 uncreated	 Divine	 light”
(Ouspensky	and	Lossky,	The	Meaning	of	Icons,	38).
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Motherland	 of	 Electricity	 (Родина	 электричества).	 Directed	 by	 Larisa	 Shepitko.	 Part	 of	 triptych	 Beginning	 of	 an
Unknown	Century	(Начало	неведомого	века)	Soviet	Union,	1967.
Wings	(Крылья).	Directed	by	Larisa	Shepitko.	Soviet	Union,	1966.
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